The End of the Classical Age

Beyond the Classical Civilizations

B Significant civilizations developed in the Americas
and Africa outside the immediate classical orbit.

B Nomadic societies played a vital role, particu-
larly in central Asia, in linking and occasional-
ly disrupting classical civilizations.

Although the development of the three great civi-
lizations is the central thread in world history during the
classical period, significant changes also occurred in
other parts of the world. On the borders of the major
civilizations, as in northeastern Africa, Japan, and north-
ern Europe, these changes bore some relationship to
the classical world, although they were partly
autonomous. Elsewhere, most notably in the Americas,
new cultures evolved in an entirely independent way. In
all cases, changes during the classical period set the
stage for more important links in world history later on.
Southeast Asia gained access to civilization during the
classical period mainly through its contacts with India.
Regional kingdoms had already been established, and
agricultural economies were familiar on the principal
islands of Indonesia as well as on the mainland. Partici-
pation in wider trade patterns developed through the
efforts of Indian merchants. Hindu and particularly
Buddhist religion and art also spread from India. Here
was a case of the outright expansion of civilization with-
out the creation of a fully distinctive or unified culture.

A similar case of expansion from an established
civilization affected parts of sub-Saharan Africa;
indeed, in this case the interaction had begun well
before the rise of Greece and Rome. By the year 1000
B.C.E., the independent kingdom of Kush was flour-
ishing along the upper Nile. It possessed a form of
writing derived from Egyptian hieroglyphics (and
which has not yet been fully deciphered) and mas-
tered the use of iron. Briefly, around 750 B.C.E., armies
from Kush conquered Egypt (Figure 5.2). Major cities
were built. The Kushites seem to have established a
strong monarchy, with elaborate ceremonies illustrat-
ing a belief that the king was divine. The kingdom of
Kush was defeated by a rival kingdom called Axum by
about 300 B.C.E; Axum ultimately fell to another
regional kingdom, Ethiopia. Axum and Ethiopia had
active contacts with the eastern Mediterranean world
until after the fall of Rome. They traded with this
region for several centuries. The activities of Jewish
merchants brought some conversions to Judaism, and
a small minority of Ethiopians have remained Jewish

to the present day. Greek-speaking merchants also had
considerable influence, and it was through them that
Christianity was brought to Ethiopia by the 4th centu-
ry C.E. The Ethiopian Christian church, however, was
cut off from mainstream Christianity thereafter, flour-
ishing in isolation to modern times. And Ethiopia had
the world’s oldest continuous monarchy, which lasted
until it was abolished in the late 20th century.

It is not clear how much influence, if any, the king-
doms of the upper Nile had on the later history of sub-
Saharan Africa. Knowledge of ironworking certainly
spread, facilitating the expansion of agriculture in
other parts of the continent. Patterns of strong, cere-
monial kingship—sometimes called divine kingship—
would surface in other parts of Africa later, but
whether this occurred through some contact with the
Kushite tradition or independently is not known.
Enowledge of Kushite writing did not spread, which
suggests that the impact of this first case of civilization
below the Sahara was somewhat limited.

For most of Africa below the Sahara but north of
the great tropical jungles, the major development up

to 500 c.E. was the further extension of agriculture,
Well-organized villages arose, often very similar in
form and structure to those that still exist. Farming
took earliest root on the southern fringes of the
Sahara, which was less arid than it is today. Toward the
end of the classical era, important regional kingdoms
were forming in western Africa, leading to the first
great state in the region: Ghana. Because of the barri-
ers of dense vegetation and the impact of African dis-
eases on domesticated animals, agriculture spread only
slowly southward. However, the creation of a strong
agricultural economy prepared the way for the next,
more long-lasting and influential wave of African king-
doms, far to the west of the Nile. New crops, including
root crops and plantains introduced through trade
with southeast Asia about 100 C.E., helped African
farmers push into new areas.
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Through much of recorded luman history, nomadic peo-
ples have been key agents of contact between sedentary,
farming peoples and town dwellers in centers of civilization
across the globe. Nomadic peoples pioneered all the great
overland routes that linked the civilized cores of Eurasia in

ancient times and the Mid-

Pastoral P eop;’es dle Ages. The most famous
played critical was the fabled Silk Road

el . ) that ran from western
isdon esral.)hshmg China across the moun-
and expanding tains and steppes of central
trading links. Asia to the civilized centers

of Mesopotamia in the last
millennium B.C.E., and to Rome, the Islamic heartlands, and
western Europe in the first millennium and a half c.E.

Chinese rulers at one end of these trading networks, and
Roman emperors and later Islamic sultans at the other end,
often had to send their armies to do battle with hostile nomads
whose raids threatened to cut off the flow of trade. But per-
haps more often, pastoral peoples played critical roles in estab-
lishing and expanding trading links. For periodic paymenis by
merchants and imperial bureaucrats, they provided protection
from bandits and raiding parties for caravans passing through
their grazing lands. For further payments, nomadic peoples
supplied animals to transport both the merchants’ goods and
the food and drink needed by those in the caravan parties. At
times, pastoralists themselves took charge of transport and
trading, but it was more common for the trading operations to
be controlled by specialized merchants. These merchants were
based either in the urban centers of the civilized cores or in
the trading towns that grew up along the Silk Road in central
Asia, the oases of Arabia, and the savanna zones that bordered
on the north and south the vast Sahara desert in Africa.

Until they were supplanted by the railroads and steamships
of the Industrial Revolution, the overland trading routes of Eura-
sia and the Americas, along with comparable networks estab-
lished for sailing vessels, were the most important channels for
contacts between civilizations. Religions such as Buddhism and
Islam spread peacefully along the trading routes throughout
central Asia, Persia, and Africa. Artistic motifs and styles, such as
those developed in the cosmopolitan Hellenistic world created

by Alexander the Great’s conquests, were spread by trading con-
tacts in northern Africa, northern India, and western China.

Inventions that were vital to the continued growth and
expansion of the civilized cores were carried in war and peace
by traders or nomadic peoples from one center to another. For
example, central Asian steppe nomads who had converted to
Islam clashed with the armies of China in the 8th century C.E.
The victorious Muslims found craftspeople among their prison-
ers who knew the secrets of making paper, which had been
invented many centuries earlier by the Chinese. The combina-
tion of nomadic mobility and established trading links resulted
in the rapid diffusion of papermaking techniques to
Mesopotamia and Egypt in the 8th and 9th centuries and across
northern Africa to Europe in the centuries that followed.

Nomadic warriors also contributed to the spread of new
military technologies and modes of warfare, particularly
across the great Eurasian land mass. Sedentary peoples often
adopted the nomads’ reliance on heavy cavalry and hitand-
run tactics. Saddles, bits, and bow and arrow designs devel-
oped by nomadic herders were avidly imitated by farming
societies. And defense against nomadic assaults inspired
some of the great engineering feats of the preindustrial
world, most notably the Great Wall of China (discussed in
Chapter 2). It also spurred the development of gunpowder
and cannons in China, where the threat of nomadic incur-
sions persisted well into the 19th century.

In addition, nomadic peoples have served as agents for
the transfer of food crops between distant civilized cores,
even if they did not usually themselves cultivate the plants
being exchanged. In a less constructive vein, nomadic war-
riors have played a key role in ransmitting diseases. In the
best-documented instance of this pattern, Mongol cavalry
carried the bacterium that causes the strain of the plague
that came to be known as the Black Death from central Asia
o China in the 14th century. They may also have wransmitted
it to the West, where it devastated the port cities of the Black
Sea region and was later carried by merchant ships to the
Middle East and southern Europe.




Advances in agriculture and manufacturing also
occurred in other parts of the world besides sub-Saharan
Africa. In northern Europe and Japan, there was no
question, as yet, of elaborate contacts with the great civi-
lizations, no counterpart to the influences that affected
parts of southeast Asia and the upper Nile valley. Japan,
by the year 200 C.E., had established extensive agricul-
ture. The population of the islands had been formed
mainly by migrations from the peninsula of Korea, over
a 200,000-year span. These migrations had ceased by the
year 200. In Japan, a regional political organization
based on tribal chiefs evolved; each tribal group had its
own god, thought of as an ancestor. A Chinese visitor in
297 described the Japanese as law-abiding, fond of drink,
expert at agriculture and fishing; they observed strict
social differences, indicated by tattoos or other body
markings. Japan had also developed considerable iron-

working; the Japanese seem to have skipped the stage of

using bronze and copper tools, moving directly from
stone tools to iron. Finally, regional states in Japan
became increasingly sophisticated, each controlling
somewhat larger territories. In 400 C.E., one such state
brought in scribes from Korea to keep records—this rep-
resented the introduction of writing in the islands.

Japan’s religion, Shintoism, provided for the wor-
ship of political rulers and the spirits of nature, includ-
ing the all-important god of rice. Many local shrines
and rituals revolved around Shinto beliefs, which
became unified into a single national religion by 700
C.E. However, this was a simple religion, rather differ-
ent in ritual and doctrine from the great world reli-
gions and philosophies developing in the classical
civilizations. Something like national politics arose
only around 400 C.E., when one regional ruler began
to win the loyalty and trust of other local leaders. This
was the basis for Japan's imperial house, with the
emperor worshipped as a religious figure. Such grow-
ing political sophistication and national cultural unity
were just emerging by 600 C.E., however. It was at this
point that Japan was ready for more elaborate contacts
with China—a process that would move Japan square-
ly into the orbit of major civilizations.

Much of northern Europe lagged behind Japan’s
pace. Teutonic or Celtic peoples in what is today Ger-
many, England, and Scandinavia, and Slavic peoples in
much of eastern Europe, were loosely organized into
regional kingdoms. Some, in Germany and England,
had succumbed to the advances of the distant Roman
Empire, but after Rome’s decline the patterns of

regional politics resumed. There was no writ-
ten language, except in cases where Latin had
been imported. Agriculture, often still com- *
bined with hunting, was rather primitive.
Scandinavians were developing increasing |
skill as sailors, which would lead them into
wider trade and pillage in the centuries after gEA N
600 c.E. Religious beliefs featured a host of gods and
rituals designed to placate the forces of nature. This
region would change, particularly through the spread
of the religious and intellectual influences of Chris-
tianity. However, these shifts still lay in the future, and
even conversions to Christianity did not bring north-
ern and eastern Europe into the orbit of a single civi-
lization. Until about 1000 c.E., northern Europe
remained one of the most backward areas in the world.

Yet another portion of the world was developing
civilization by 600 c.Ee.—indeed, its progress was greater
than that of much of Europe and Africa. In Central
America, an Indian group called the Olmecs developed
and spread an early form of civilization from about 800
until 400 B.C.E. The Olmecs seem to have lacked writ-
ing, but they produced massive, pyramid-shaped reli-
gious monuments.

The first American civilization was based on many
centuries of advancing agriculture, expanding from
the early cultivation of corn. Initially, in the =
wild state, corn ears were scarcely larger than %
strawberries, but patient breeding gradually Ze
converted this grain into a staple food crop.
In the Andes areas of South America, root |
crops were also grown, particularly the pota- (e
to. The development of American agriculture was
limited by the few domesticated animals available—
turkeys, dogs, and guinea pigs in Central America. Nev-
ertheless, Olmec culture displayed many impressive
achievements. It explored artistic forms in precious
stones such as jade. Religious statues and icons blended
human images with those of animals. Scientific
research produced accurate and impressive calendars.
Olmec culture, in its religious and artistic emphases,
powerfully influenced later Indian civilizations in Cen-
tral America. The Olmecs disappeared without a clear
trace around 400 B.C.E., but their successors soon devel-
oped a hieroglyphic alphabet and built the first great
city—Teotihuacan—in the Americas, as a center for
trade and worship. This culture, in turn, suffered set-
backs from migrations and regional wars, but from its
base developed a still fuller American civilization, start-
ing with the Maya, from about 400 c.E. onward.

In essence, the Olmecs and their successors had
provided for the Central American region the equiva-
lent of the river valley civilizations in Asia and the Mid-
dle East, although many centuries later (Map 5.1). A
similar early civilization arose in the Andes region in
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present-day Peru and Bolivia, where careful agriculture
allowed the construction of elaborate cities and reli-
gious monuments. This culture would lead, later, to the
civilization of the Inca. The two centers of early civiliza-
tion in the Americas developed in total isolation from
developments elsewhere in the world. As a result, they
lacked certain advantages that come from the ability to
copy and react to other societies, including such basic
technologies as the wheel or the capacity to work iron.
However, the early American Indian cultures were con-
siderably ahead of most of those in Europe during the
same period. And they demonstrate the common,
although not invariable, tendency of humans to move
from the establishment of agriculture to the creation of
the more elaborate trappings of a civilized society.

Another case of isolated development featured
the migration of agricultural peoples to new island
territories in the Pacific. Polynesian peoples had
reached islands such as Fiji and Samoa by 1000 B.C.E.
Further explorations in giant outrigger canoes led to
the first settlement of island complexes such as Hawaii
by 400 c.E., where the new settlers adapted local
plants, brought in new animals (notably pigs), and
imported a highly stratified caste system under power-
ful local kings.

Agriculture, in sum, expanded into new areas dur-
ing the classical period; early civilizations, or early con-
tacts, were also forming. These developments were not
central to world history during the classical period
itself, but they folded into the larger human experi-
ence thereafter.

The herding peoples of central Asia also con-
tributed to world history, particularly toward the end
of the classical period. Some nomadic groups gained
new contacts with established civilizations, like China,
which brought changes in political organization as well
as some new goals for conquest. Central Asian
herders played a vital role in trade routes
between east Asia and the Middle East, trans-
porting goods like silk across long distances.
Other herding groups produced important
technological innovations, such as the stirrup,
which allowed riders to aim weapons better. The herd-
ing groups thus enjoyed an important history of their
own, and they provided important contacts among the
civilizations that they bordered. Finally, perhaps
because of internal population pressure as well as new
appetites and opportunities, herding groups invaded
the major civilizations directly, helping to bring the
classical period as a whole to an end.



Decline in China and India

B A combination of internal weakness and inva-
sion led to important changes, first in China,
then in India.

Between 200 and 600 c.E., all three classical civi-
lizations collapsed entirely or in part. During this four-
century span, all suffered from outside invasions, the
result of growing incursions by groups from central
Asia. This renewed wave of nomadic expansion was not
as sweeping as the earlier Indo-European growth,
which had spread over India and much of the Mediter-
ranean region many centuries before, but it severely
tested the civilized regimes. Rome, of course, fell
directly to Germanic invaders, who fought on partly
because they were, in turn, harassed by the fierce Asi-
atic Huns. The Huns swept once across Italy, invading
the city of Rome amid great destruction. Another Hun
group from central Asia overthrew the Guptas in India,
and similar nomadic tribes had earlier toppled the
Chinese Han dynasty. The central Asian nomads were
certainly encouraged by a growing realization of the
weakness of the classical regimes. Han China as well as
the later Roman Empire suffered from serious internal
problems long before the invaders dealt the final
blows. And the Guptas in India had not permanently
resolved that area’s tendency to dissolve into political
fragmentation.

By about 100 c.k., the Han dynasty in China
entered a serious decline. Confucian intellectual activ-
ity gradually became less creative. Politically, the cen-
tral government’s control diminished, bureaucrats
became more corrupt, and local landlords took up
much of the slack, ruling their neighborhoods accord-
ing to their own wishes. The free peasants, long heav-
ily taxed, were burdened with new taxes and demands
of service by these same landlords. Many lost their
farms and became day laborers on the large estates.
Some had to sell their children into service. Social
unrest increased, producing a great revolutionary
effort led by Daoists in 184 C.E. Daoism now gained
new appeal, shifting toward a popular religion and
adding healing practices and magic to earlier philo-
sophical beliefs. The Daoist leaders, called the Yellow
Turbans, promised a golden age that was to be
brought about by divine magic. The Yellow Turbans
attacked the weakness of the emperor but also the self-
indulgence of the current bureaucracy. As many as
30,000 students demonstrated against the decline of
government morality. However, their protests failed,
and Chinese population growth and prosperity spi-
raled further downward. The imperial court was
mired in intrigue and civil war.

This dramatic decline paralleled the slightly later
collapse of Rome, as we shall sce. It obviously
explained China’s inability to push back invasions
from borderland nomads, who finally overthrew the
Han dynasty outright. As in Rome, growing political
ineffectiveness formed part of the decline. Another
important factor was the spread of devastating new epi-
demics, which may have killed up to half of the popu-
lation. These combined blows not only toppled the
Han but led to almost three centuries of chaos—an
unusually long span of unrest in Chinese history.
Regional rulers and weak dynasties rose and fell during
this period. Even China’s cultural unity was threatened
as the wave of Buddhism spread—one of the only cases
in which China imported a major idea from outside its
borders, until the 20th century. Northern China, par-
ticularly, seemed near collapse.

Nonetheless, China did revive itself near the end
of the 6th century. Strong native rulers in the north
drove out the nomadic invaders. The Sui dynasty
briefly ruled, and then in 618 G.E. it was followed by the
Tang, who sponsored one of the most glorious periods
in Chinese history. Confucianism and the bureaucratic
system were revived, and indeed the bureaucratic tra-
dition became more elaborate. The period of chaos
left its mark somewhat in the continued presence of a
Buddhist minority and new styles in art and literature.
But, unlike the case of Rome, there was no permanent
disruption.

The structures of classical China were simply too
strong to be overturned. The bureaucracy declined in
scope and quality, but it did not disappear during the
troubled centuries. Confucian values and styles of life
remained current among the upper class. Many of the
nomadic invaders, seeing that they had nothing better
to offer by way of government or culture, simply tried
to assimilate the Chinese traditions. China thus had to
recover from a serious setback but did not have to
reinvent its civilization.

The decline of classical civilization in India was
less drastic than the collapse of Han China. The abil-
ity of the Gupta emperors to control local
princes was declining by the 5th century.
Invasions by nomadic peoples, probably Hun
tribes similar to those who were pressing into
Europe, affected some northern portions of
India as early as 500 C.E. During the next
century, the invaders penetrated much deep-
er, destroying the Gupta Empire in central
India. Many of the invaders were integrated
into the warrior caste of India, forming a new ruling
group of regional princes. For several centuries, no
native ruler attempted to build a large Indian state.
The regional princes, collectively called Rajput, con-
trolled the small states and emphasized military



prowess. Few pohtical events ot more than local s1g-
nificance occurred.

Within this framework, Indian culture continued
to evolve. Buddhism declined further in India proper.
Hindu beliefs gained ground, among other things
converting the Hun princes, who had originally wor-
shipped gods of battle and had no sympathy for the
Buddhist principles of calm and contemplation. With-
in Hinduism, the worship of a mother goddess, Devi,
spread widely, encouraging a new popular emotional-
ism in religious ritual. Indian economic prosperity also
continued at high levels.

Although Indian civilization substantially main-
tained its position, another threat was to come, after
600 C.E., from the new Middle Eastern religion of
Islam. Arab armies, fighting under the banners of
Allah, reached India’s porous northwestern frontier
during the 7th century, and while there was initially lit-
tle outright conquest on the subcontinent, Islam did
win some converts in the northwest. Hindu leaders
reacted to the arrival of this new faith by strengthen-
ing their emphasis on religious devotion, at the
expense of some other intellectual interests. Hin-
duism also underwent further popularization; Hindu
texts were written in vernacular languages such as
Hindi, and use of the old classical language, Sanskrit,
declined. These reactions were largely successful in
preventing more than a minority of Indians from
abandoning Hinduism, but they distracted from fur-
ther achievements in science and mathematics. Islam
also hit hard at India’s international economic posi-
tion and affected its larger impact throughout Asia.
Arab traders soon wrested control of the Indian
Ocean from Tamil merchants, and India, though still
prosperous and productive, saw its commercial
dynamism reduced. In politics, regionalism continued
to prevail. Clearly, the glory days of the Guptas were
long past, although classical traditions survived partic-
ularly in Hinduism and the caste system.
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Decline and Fall in Rome

B Decline in Rome was complex, involving a mix
of internal and external factors.

B The eastern and western portions of the
empire developed differently after the fall of
Rome.

The Roman Empire exhibited a great many symp-
toms of decay after about 180 C.E. The population was
declining, and the empire faced growing difficulties in
recruiting effective armies. There were also political
manifestations in the greater brutality and arbitrari-
ness of many Roman emperors who, according to one
commentator at the time, were given to “lustful and
cruel habits.” Tax collection became increasingly diffi-
cult, as residents of the empire fell on hard times. The
governor of Egypt complained that “the once numer-
ous inhabitants of the aforesaid villages have now been
reduced to a few, because some have fled in poverty
and others have died . . . and for this reason we are in
danger owing to impoverishment of having to aban-
don the tax-collectorship.”

Above all, there were human symptoms. Inscriptions
on Roman tombstones increasingly ended with the slo-
gan, “I was not, I was, I am not, I have no more desires,”
suggesting a pervasive despondency over the futility of
this life and despair at the absence of an afterlife.

The decline of Rome was more disruptive than the
collapse of the classical dynasties in Asia. For this rea-
son, and because memories of the collapse of this great
empire became part of the Western tradition, the
process of deterioration deserves particular attention.
Every so often, Americans or western Europeans con-
cerned about changes in their own society wonder if
there might be lessons in Rome’s fall that apply to the
uncertain future of Western civilization today.

We have seen that the quality of political and eco-
nomic life in the Roman Empire began to shift after
about 180 c.E. Political confusion produced a series of
weak emperors and many disputes over succession to
the throne. Intervention by the army in the selection
of emperors complicated political life and contributed
to the deterioration of rule from the top. More impor-
tant in initiating the process of decline was a series of
plagues that swept over the empire. As in China, the
plagues’ source was growing international trade, which
brought diseases endemic in southern Asia to new
areas like the Mediterranean, where no resistance had
been established even to contagions such as the
measles. The resulting diseases decimated the popula-
tion. The population of Rome decreased from a million
people to 250,000. Economic life worsened in conse-
quence. Recruitment of troops became more difficult,



so the empire was increasingly reduced to hiring Ger-
manic soldiers to guard its frontiers. The need to pay
troops added to the demands on the state’s budget,
just as declining production cut into tax revenues.
Here, perhaps, is the key to the process of decline:
a set of general plc}bicms triggered by a cycle of
plagues that could not be prcmmcd result-
ing in a rather mechanistic spiral that steadily
worsened., However, there is another side to
Rome’s downfall, although whether as a cause
or result of the initial difficulties is hard to say.
: Rome’s upper classes became steadily more
p]msm e-seeking, turning away from the political devo-
tion and economic vigor that had characterized the
republic and early empire. Cultural life decayed. Aside
from some truly creative Christian writers—the fathers

of Western theology—there was very little sparkle to
the art or literature of the later empire. Many Roman
scholars contented themselves with writing textbooks
that rather mechanically summarized earlier achieve-
ments in science, mathematics, and literary style. Writ-
ing textbooks is not, of course, proof of absolute
intellectual incompetence—at least, not in all cases—
but the point was that new knowledge or artistic styles
were not being generated, and even the levels of pre-
vious accomplishment began to slip. The later Romans
wrote textbooks about rhetoric instead of displaying
rhetorical talent in actual political life. And they wrote
simple compendiums, for example, about animals or
geometry, that barely captured the essentials of what
earlier intellectuals had known, and often added
superstitious beliefs that previous generations would
have scorned.

This cultural decline, finally, was not clearly due to
discase or economic collapse, for it began in some ways
before these larger problems surfaced. Something was
happening to the Roman elite, perhaps because of the
deadening effect of authoritarian political rule, perhaps
because of a new interest in luxuries and sensual indul-
gence. Revealingly, the upper classes no longer pro-
duced many offspring, for bearing and raising children
seemed incompatible with a life of pleasure-secking.

Rome’s fall, in other words, can be blamed on
large, impersonal forces that would have been hard for
any society to control or a moral and political decay
that reflected growing corruption among socicty’s
leaders. Probably elements of both were involved.
Thus, the plagues would have weakened even a vigor-
ous society, but they would not necessarily have pro-
duced an irreversible downward spiral had not the
morale of the ruling classes already been sapped by an
unproductive lifestyle and superficial values.

Regardless of precise causes, the course of Roman
decay is quite clear. As the quality of imperial rule
declined, as life became more dangerous and eco-
nomic survival more precarious, many farmers clus-

tered around the protection of large landlords. sur-
rendering full control over their plots of land in the
hope of military and judicial protection. The decen-
tralization of political and economic authority, which
was greatest in the western, or European, portions of
the cmpire, foreshadowed the manorial system of
Europe in the Middle Ages. The system of estates gave
great political power to landlords and provided some
local stability. But, in the long run, it weakened the
power of the emperor and also tended to move the
economy away from the elaborate and successful trade
patterns of Mediterranean civilization in its heyday.
Many estates tried (o be self-sufficient. Trade and pro-
duction declined further as a result, and cities shrank
in size. The empire was locked in a vicious circle, in
which responses to the initial deterioration merely less-
ened the chances of recovery.

Some later emperors tried vigorously to reverse
the tide. Diocletian, who ruled from 284 to 305 C.E.,
tightened up the administration of the empire and
tried to improve tax collection. Regulation of the dwin-
dling economy increased. Diocletian also attempted to
direct political loyalties to his own person, exerting
pressure to worship the emperor as god. This was what
prompted him to persecute Christians with particular
viciousness, for they would not give Caesar preference
over their god. The emperor Constantine, who ruled
from 312 1o 337 C.E., experimented with other meth-
ods of control. He set up a second capital city, Con-
stantinople, to regulate the eastern half of the empire
more efficiently. He tried to use the religious force of
Christianity to unify the empire spiritually, extending
its toleration and adopting it as his own faith. These
measures were not without result. The Eastern empire,
ruled from Constantinople (now the Turkish city of
Istanbul), remained an effective political and econom-
ic unit. Christianity spread under his official sponsor-
ship, although there were some new problems linked
to its success.

None of these measures, however, revived the
empire as a whole. Division merely made the weakness
of the western half worse. Attempts to regulate the
cconomy reduced economic initiative and [
lowered production; ultimately tax revenues
declined once again. The army deteriorated 8
further. And, when the Germanic invasions

began in carnest in the 400s, there was scant f
basis to resist. Many peasants, burdened by 3§
the social and economic pressures of the o s
decaying empire, actually welcomed the barbarians. A
priest noted that “in all districts taken over by the Ger-
mans, there is one desire among all the Romans, that
they should never again find it necessary to pass under
Roman jurisdiction.” German kingdoms were estab-
lished in many parts of the empire by 425 C.E., and the
last Roman emperor in the west was displaced in 476
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MAP 5.2 Germanic Kingdoms After the Invasions. Nomadic tribes converged mainly on the western part of the Roman Empire, invading

Rome itself and its European outposts.

C.E. The Germanic invaders numbered at most 5 per-
cent of the population of the empire, but so great was
the earlier Roman decline that this small, poorly
organized force was able to put an end to one of the
world’s great political structures (Map 5.2).

The collapse of Rome echoed mightily through
the later history of Europe and the Middle East.
Rome’s fall split the unity of the Mediterranean lands
that had been so arduously won through Hellenistic
culture and then by the Roman Empire. This was one
sign that the end of the Roman Empire was a more
serious affair than the displacement of the last classical
dynasties in India and China, for Greece and Rome
had not produced the shared political culture and
bureaucratic traditions of China that could allow
revival after a period of chaos. Nor had Mediterranean
cvilization, for all its vitality, generated a common reli-
gion that appealed deeply enough, or satisfied enough
needs, to maintain unity amid political fragmentation,
as in India. Such religions would reach the Mediter-
ranean world as Rome fell, but they came too late to
save the empire and produced a deep rift in this
world—between Christian and Muslim—that has not
been healed to this day.

However, Rome’s collapse, although profound,
was uneven. In effect, the fall of Rome divided the
Mediterranean world into three zones, which formed
the starting points of three distinct civilizations that
would develop in later centuries (Map 5.3).

In the eastern part of the empire, centered now on
Constantinople, the empire in a sense did not fall. Civ-
ilization was more deeply entrenched here than in
some of the western European portions of the empire.
and there were fewer pressures from invaders. Emper-
ors continued to rule Greece and other parts of south-
cast Europe, plus the northern Middle East. This
Eastern empire—later to be known as the Byzantine
Empire—was a product of late imperial Rome, rather
than a balanced result of the entire span of classical
Mediterranean civilization. Thus, although its lan-
guage was Greek, it maintained the authoritarian tone
of the late Roman rulers. But the Eastern empire was
vibrant, artistically creative, and active in trade. Briefly.
especially under the emperor Justinian (who ruled
from 527 to 565 C.E.), the eastern emperors tried to
recapture the whole heritage of Rome. However, Jus-
tinian was unable to maintain a hold in Italy and even
lost the provinces of north Africa. He did issue one of
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MAP 5.3 The Mediterranean, Middle East, Europe, and North Africa, c. 500 c.e. Soon after the fall of Rome, the former empire split into

three distinct zones.

the most famous compilations of Roman law, in the
code that bore his name. But his was the last effort to
restore Mediterranean unity.

The Byzantine Empire did not control the whole
of the northern Middle East, even in its greatest days.
During the late Hellenistic periods and into the early
centuries of the Roman Empire, a Parthian empire
had flourished, centered in the Tigris—-Euphrates
region but spreading into northwestern India and to
the borders of Rome’s holdings along the Mediter-
ranean. Parthian conquerors had taken over this por-
tion of Alexander the Great’s empire. They produced
little culture of their own, being content to rely on Per-
sian styles, but they long maintained an effective mili-
tary and bureaucratic apparatus. Then, around 227
C.E., a Persian rebellion displaced the Parthians and
created a new Sassanid Empire that more directly
revived the glories of the earlier Persian Empire. Per-
sian religious ideas, including the religion of Zoroas-
trianism, revived, although there was some conversion
to Christianity as well. Persian styles in art and manu-
facturing experienced a brilliant resurgence.

Both the Parthian and the Sassanid empires served
as bridges between the Mediterranean and the East,
transmitting goods and some artistic and literary styles
between the Greek-speaking world and India and
China. As the Roman Empire weakened, the Sassanids
Jjoined the attack, at times pushing into parts of south-
eastern Europe. Ultimately, however, the Byzantine
Empire managed to create a stable frontier. The Sas-
sanid Empire preserved the important strain of Persian

culture in the eastern part of the Middle East, and this
continued to influence this region as well as India. The
Sassanids themselves, however, were finally overthrown
by the surge of Arab conquest that followed the rise of
Islam, in the 7th century C.E.

Rome’s fall, then, did not disrupt the northern
Middle East—the original cradle of civilization—as
much as might have been expected. Persian rule sim-
ply continued in one part of the region, until the Arab
onslaught, which itself did not destroy Persian culture.
Byzantiuin maintained many of the traditions of the
later Roman Empire, plus Christianity, in the western
part of the Middle East and in Greece and other parts
of southeastern Europe.

The second zone that devolved from Rome’s fall
consisted of north Africa and the southeastern shores
of the Mediterranean. Here, a number of regional
kingdoms briefly succeeded the empire. While Chris-
tianity spread into the area—indeed, one of the great-
est Christian theologians, Augustine, was a bishop in
north Africa—its appearance was not so uniformly tri-
umphant as in the Byzantine Empire or western
Europe. Furthermore, separate beliefs and doctrines
soon split north African Christianity from the larger
branches, producing most notably the Coptic church
in Egypt, which still survives as a Christian minority in
that country. Soon this region would be filled with the
still newer doctrines of Islam and a new Arab empire.

Finally, there was the western part of the empire—
Italy, Spain, and points north. Here is where Rome’s fall
not only shattered unities but also reduced the level of




civilization itself. Crude, regional Germanic kingdoms
developed in parts of Italy, France, and elsewhere. Cities
shrank still further, and, especially outside Italy, trade
almost disappeared. The only clearly vital forces in this
region emanated not from Roman traditions but from
the spread of Christianity. Even Christianity could not sus-
tain a sophisticated culture of literature or art, however.
In the mire of Rome’s collapse, this part of the world for-
got for several centuries what it had previously known.

In this western domain, what we call the fall of
Rome was scarcely noted at the time, for decay had
been progressing for so many decades that the failure
to name a new emperor meant little. There was some
comprehension of loss, some realization that the pres-
ent could not rival the past. Thus, Christian scholars
were soon apologizing for their inability to write well
or to understand some of the doctrines of the earlier
theologians like Augustine. This sense of inferiority to
classical achievements would long mark the culture of
this western zone, even as times improved.
new contours. This means that while civilization in many
ways declined, it was also being altered, taking new
directions as well as losing some older strengths. Never
before had single religions spread so widely, crossing so
many cultural and political boundaries.

The newly expanding religions shared some gen-
eral features. Christianity, Buddhism, and Hinduism
(as well as Islam later on) all emphasized intense devo-
tion and piety, stressing the importance of spiritual
concerns beyond the daily cares of earthly life. All
three offered the hope of a better existence after this
life ended, and each one responded to new political
instability and to the growing poverty of people in var-
ious parts of the civilized world.

The spread of the major religions meant that hun-
dreds of thousands of people, in Asia, Europe, and
Africa, underwent a conversion process as the classical
period drew to a close. Radically changing beliefs is an
unusual human experience, symptomatic in this case
of the new pressures on established political structures
and on ordinary life. At the same time, many people
blended new beliefs with the old, in a process called
syncretism. This meant that the religions changed too,
sometimes taking on the features of individual civiliza-
tions even while maintaining larger religious claims.



